What Was The Matter with Father? by Parker, George Lawrence
April, 1936] THE VIRGINIA TEACHER 79 
still do that with great gusto; it is more 
than rejoicing in the material development 
and growth of the College, though we do 
that heartily; it is more than glorying in the 
scholastic attainments and professional suc- 
cess of our graduates, though that gladdens 
our hearts. This Harrisonburg Spirit is 
compounded of memories of the past, pride 
in the present, faith in the future, and love 
for each other. May we, the Alumnae, 
guard well this sacred thing, so that all the 
girls of tomorrow may possess it as abun- 
dantly as did the girls of yesterday. 
Vergilia P. Sadler 
WHAT WAS THE MATTER 
WITH FATHER? 
Clarence day is without doubt 
one of our first modern humorists. 
Nevertheless, his two books, God 
and My Father and Life With Father, 
have brought me nearer to the edge of 
tears than of laughter. Any books bearing 
such titles are bound to have deep religious 
implications. I would not go so far as to 
say that the titles denote a "father com- 
plex"; nevertheless, the impression of the 
father upon the son is so strong that he be- 
comes the pivot on which turns many a 
vital religious picture. Here we see as pow- 
erful an influence at work as we saw years 
ago in Edmund Gosse's Father and Son. 
Clarence Day, with an absolutely honest 
line-drawing, with a style that is pungent, 
clear, and biting in its sincerity, has etched 
a picture whose truth is deeper than its 
humor. 
The first thing one sees in this etching is 
a world that has passed away. Business 
men no longer wear Prince Albert coats, 
silk hats and canes. They no longer have a 
class consciousness that regulates their atti- 
tude. That world has gone. It was a world 
in which honor and uprightness were key- 
words. "Common decency" was the elder 
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Mr. Day's guiding principle. But business 
is no longer the prerogative of the few up- 
right men who rent pews in churches and 
live by a certain standard. The silk hat and 
the cane have gone from it. 
A Static World 
It is not only our outer world that has 
been thus outgrown; our inner world has 
gone as well. We hunger for something 
more fundamental than mere decency and 
honor. Unless we get that more fundamen- 
tal thing not only shall we personally go on 
unsatisfied, but our human society is threat- 
ened at its base. For in the hilarious daily 
adventures of Clarence Day's father we see 
a world that refused to grow. In the elder 
Mr. Day there was not a single sign of 
development. He could not change; he 
would not change. His plan was complete 
and satisfactory for him; he saw no reason 
why it was not equally so for everyone else. 
He despised the binding dogma of the re- 
ligious creeds but his own creed of personal 
conduct, of relationship with others, was as 
dogmatic and quite as narrow as those he 
denied. His was a fixed and finished world. 
He accepted the telephone only under dire 
necessity, swore at the operator, and never 
conceived that his strong but good-natured 
oaths were marks of his own closed and 
unseeing mind. 
That age, says Clarence Day plainly, was 
an age that produced autocrats. We live in 
the day of public dictators. But the genera- 
tion of my boyhood was far worse in its 
production of private dictators. Parental 
authority like that of the elder Mr. Day 
was a bad thing while it existed; it always 
will be a bad thing, and should have no 
place either in our training of children or 
in our conceptions of society. 
One sign of that age of autocrats was 
autocracy in religion. God's power had once 
for all come down through the hands of 
Moses, had been passed on to us by an in- 
fallible Bible, had then been handed over to 
John Calvin to polish up, and to the bishops 
and the prayer book to apply locally and in- 
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dividually over the lives of the people. So 
there was forged, link by link, the chain of 
dogmatism of which the elder Mr. Day was 
a victim. His lack of vision, his lack of all 
sense of a developing world, had back of it 
much that was good; but as an incentive to 
thinking and to religious living it was fear- 
fully negative. It left him a man of sad 
nature, always hungry for something more 
substantial, always lonely, always kinder 
than he could express, always bottled up 
with gloomy suppressions; so kind and 
strong a man that in spite of superficial 
angers and autocracies he nevertheless com- 
manded the allegience of his son and the 
aflfection of his wife. 
Religion in His Wif e's Name 
In the smaller book of the two, God and 
My Father, we have the picture of a man 
whose religion was carried in his wife's 
name. "Father didn't expect God to regard 
him affectionately . . . they stood up man to 
man . . . but naturally God loved my moth- 
er, as everyone must. At the gate of heaven, 
if there was any misunderstanding about 
his own ticket, Father counted on Mother 
to get him in. That was her affair." That 
sort of man is of course not unknown 
among us today. 
What it meant in Mr. Day's case was 
that he had a substitute religion. The 
priests were its guardians. The churches 
were its organized clubs. Women were its 
chief promoters and beneficiaries. So long 
as these kept the wheels going round a man 
had no real reason to object. A man's main 
business was business; and not only must 
religion never interfere with that, but also 
religion must not interfere with a man's 
inner and deeper thoughts. It must not 
come poking its fingers into the privacies of 
his soul. 
"My Father," says Clarence Day, "ex- 
pected a good deal of God, apparently. Not 
that he wanted God's help, of course; or 
far less his guidance. No, but it seemed 
that God—like the rest of us—spoiled 
Father's plans. He, Father, was always try- 
ing to bring this or that good thing to pass, 
only to find that there were obstacles in the 
way. These of course roused his wrath. 
He would call God's attention to such 
things; they should not have been there. 
He didn't actually accuse God of gross in- 
efficiency, but when he prayed his tone was 
loud and angry, like that of a dissatisfied 
guest in a carelessly managed hotel. 
"As to creeds, he knew nothing about 
them, and cared nothing, either; yet he 
seemed to know which sect he belonged 
with. It had to be a sect with the minimum 
of nonsense about it; no total immersion, 
no exhorters, no holy confession. He would 
have been a Unitarian, naturally, if he'd 
lived in Boston. Since he was a respectable 
New Yorker, he belonged in the Episcopal 
Church." 
Sad Reading 
On this poor, inwardly-and-unconscious- 
ly-hungry man, family pressure was 
brought by Mrs. Day that he be christened. 
She and the children could not bear the 
idea that he would be sent to hell, while 
they, having been christened, would be en- 
joying the bliss of Paradise. This was no 
joke with them. They truly believed it. It 
is sad reading. Kidnaped one morning, put 
in a cab and taken to a suburban church, he 
stands before the childlike minister and al- 
lows him to go through the formality of the 
prayer book service. Allows him to pray 
that he, respectable, honest, Clarence Day, 
senior, of Wall street, might be "delivered 
from the wrath to come; and might re- 
nounce the devil and all his works, the 
pomps and vanities of this wicked world, 
and all the sinful desires of the flesh.. . . 
might live godly, righteously and soberly in 
this present world." Young Clarence shut 
his eyes when the minister tried to put water 
on his father's forehead and says that he 
does "not know whether he landed it or 
not." 
The tragedy of this conception of re- 
ligion eats into our very hearts. No sadder 
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picture of its kind is known to me than 
that of Mr. Day on his way out of that 
church swearing at the deception of it all, 
feeling that his honest manhood had come 
face to face with a religion which in its 
outer expression was a falsehood and an 
insult. In many another church he might 
have felt the same. The last sentences of 
the book are a sharp picture of this de- 
feated man and of the whole process of his 
defeat: 
"Father got out at the nearest elevated 
station, to take a train for the office, with 
the air of a man who had thoroughly wast- 
ed his morning. He slammed the cab-door 
on us, leaving us to drive home alone. But 
before he went away to climb the elevated 
stairs, he thrust his red face in the window, 
and with a burning look at Mother said, T 
hope to God you are satisfied.' Then this 
new son of the church took out his watch, 
gave a start, and Mother and I heard him 
shout 'Hell!' as he raced up the steps." 
Yes, that may be humorous writing! But 
it fills me with unutterable regret. Not only 
was a good man being deceived by a wife 
who loved him; but neither of them knew 
that back of their own deception lay the still 
deeper deception of religious formality. 
Neither of them knew where to turn for 
light. Their faith was in a closed compart- 
ment. The tragedy that fills the book is this 
perverted idea of religion. The marvel of 
Clarence Day's style is that he makes that 
perverted idea paint its own picture. A 
more sincere piece of writing has not been 
seen in a long time. It is high art! 
George Lawrence Parker 
Liberty leagues are frequently organized 
in order to give a few men and women 
license to rob many men and women of the 
little liberty they possess.—Supt. Leslie D. 
Kline. 
True education lies in learning to dis- 
tinguish what is otirs from what does not 
belong to us.—Epictetus. 
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NO MATTER WHAT TIME TAKES 
FROM US 
No matter what Time takes from us— 
Some things remain always. 
Years cannot fade the memories 
Sharp etched by joyous days. 
Gray walls, red-capped, the tense blue hills, 
The shifting haze, the distant snow 
Are dear to us; but yet more dear 
Are voices, words, the thoughts unspoken, 
Yet somehow shared, and love of friends, 
That, once our own, will never go. 
This comes to me on looking back— 
There was so much we did not know, 
We knew so much that was not so, 
And yet we had a fellowship 
Transcending praise or blame, 
Or age, position, even self; there was no 
higher claim, 
And this, though time may change much 
else, 




"Once I was rebuked by the president 
of one of our universities because, 
through some published endorsement of 
mine, he had bought at Christmas time 
for his presumably cloistered niece one 
of the more ruffianly yarns of Master 
Dashiell Hamraett. Did I really wish it 
believed, asked the outraged uncle, that 
so coarse a work represented my taste in 
literature? I was happy to be able to 
reply that it did, indeed. And, adding 
that so did Alice in Wonderland, Emma, 
and The Early Life of Charles James 
Fox, I left him to deplore me as incor- 
rigibly miscellaneous."—T/ie Woollcott 
Reader, p. ix., (Viking). 
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